Time-dependent recontamination rates of sterilised dental instruments.
To determine time-related recontamination rates of sterilised instruments, following guidance from the UK Department of Health (HTM 01-05) that such instruments within primary dental care may only be stored for 60 days following sterilisation using a vacuum autoclave. A total of 25 used examination mirrors underwent a washer-disinfector cycle, individual packaging and finally vacuum autoclaving. Immediately after autoclaving, time zero, five mirrors were tested for microbial contamination by aerobic and anaerobic culture. At 31, 60, 90 and 124 days a further five mirrors were removed from their packaging and were similarly tested for microbial contamination. There was no bacterial growth on blood-enriched media under both aerobic and anaerobic conditions after 5 days of incubation at 37°C at any time period from 0 to 124 days post-sterilisation. There was no recontamination of sterilised instruments in this investigation over the test period of 124 days. This exceeds the recommended limit of 60 days stated by the UK Department of Health. The new guidance, HTM 01-05, appears to place an extra burden on primary care dentists. This burden is not without associated costs, and at present does not appear to be based on published evidence.